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P. 49/04

Overview & Scrutiny Committee

1.0
INTRODUCTION

1.1
Members received report P.43/04 on the Best Value Review of Planning Services on the 9th September 2004.  Members requested that clearer links should be made between the findings of the Review and the Actions in the Improvement Plan, the relationship to the Business Plan and further information regarding the Improvement Plan Monitoring Team.

2.0
LINKING THE FINDINGS TO THE IMPROVEMENT PLAN

2.1
Their original five themes for the review covered a wide range of issues.  Through work on the review there were a number of overlapping themes particularly regarding the level of service to customers.  The themes were based on the Planning Officers Society work on “Moving Towards Excellence in Planning”.  On addressing the issues for the improvement plan it was considered that the themes should become more focussed to help structure the Improvement Plan and remove any overlap.

2.2
The Improvement Plan has focussed on seven key findings arising from the elements of the original review themes.  Whilst there is high levels of satisfaction with the service there are a number of improvements that need further consideration.  

The key findings relate to:

· The need to ensure direct links between the Development Plan and Corporate Activity

· The need to increase understanding of the Planning Service

· The need to ensure community needs are met

· The need to meet customer expectations

· The need to ensure a high quality of development is achieved

· To ensure that all planning staff are informed of planning service activity

· A need to reinforce Management Systems to Assure Quality

The following paragraphs below relate the key findings which require additional actions to the improvement plan.
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2.1
THEME A - Focussing on what matters to local people

· The relationship of the Local Plan to the community strategy

Government Office for the North West considers that there is some room for improvement in the vision of the Plan relating it to the community strategy.

Action A1

· Development Plan link to the Local Strategic Partnership

A joint LSP strategy has recently been developed and additional reference in the Local Plan is required to take this fully on board.

Action A2

· Development Plan policies supporting corporate priorities

At the time of publication of the deposit plan the Council’s new Corporate Plan was approved and additional checks need to be made to ensure consistency.  

Action A3

· Less vocal groups engaged in the process

The recent development control survey did reach some less vocal groups.  However this was dependent upon them being an applicant and no work has been done to specifically address concerns of these groups should there be any. 

Action B1

· Where are the community’s needs set out

Community needs in the rural area are being established in Parish Plans and Village Design Statements.  These are under preparation in consultation with Planning Officers and where finalised these are being addressed through Supplementary Planning Guidance.  In addition, more strategic needs such as affordable housing or open space requirements are being established through separate project work linked to the Council’s Housing Strategy or the PPG17 Open Space Audit and Assessment.

Action C1
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· Are needs clearly identified through guidance

Where these have full community support they will be identified in Supplementary Planning Guidance and this is still evolving.  The Council’s Rural Strategy lists current Parish Plans being prepared.  Burgh-by-Sands Parish is an example of local needs having been identified and community priorities being addressed by the Council’s work programme.

Action C2

· Clear procedures for use of planning obligations

Improvements are being made to Local Plan policies to ensure the whole range of issues which may require planning obligations are being identified in the Local Plan policy. This will be supplemented by identified need through additional Supplementary Planning Guidance.  This is still in the early stages of preparation.

Action C2

· Post application consultation

No post application consultation is undertaken other than the BVPI 111 survey every three years.

Action D1

· Post development assessments

Other than site visits undertaken annually be Members no formal process is undertaken to assess developments.

Action E3

2.2
THEME B - Assuring the quality of development

· Any assessment of quality added from a development – Conservation Area Advisory Committee, appeals, etc

No specific assessments are undertaken.  Appeals are used to review planning policies and to strengthen them where appropriate.  The CAAC only considers current planning applications offering advice as part of the development control process.

Action E3
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· Resources to get optimum added value – Officer case load reflect quality 

During the review the increase in caseload in the Development Control Service has been significant.  It was identified in a national report that case officers should deal with approximately 150 cases a year.  Development Control Officers were dealing with about 200 cases.  Additional measures have been put into place to bring in additional staff and restructure the Development Control Section into two teams.  This has helped to reduce the caseload per Officer, however recent signs are giving rise for concern such as difficulty in recruiting to a new post and the year student placement not filled.  The number of planning applications continues to increase.

Action G6

· New indicators for sustainability review Strategic Environmental Assessment 

A SEA is not required for the Local Plan due to the timing of the implementation of the regulations.  A Sustainability Appraisal is required and new indicators have been developed in relation to Action for Sustainability, a tool-kit developed for the North West and involvement of Carlisle Environment Forum.  These were discussed at the meeting on the 11 September 2004 and additional work is being undertaken.

Action E1

· Existing level of service provided by enforcement, clear priorities and robust systems

No detail examination has been undertaken of the enforcement systems and will be required through the improvement plan.

Action E2

· Current position on site

Some concerns were raised when multiple applications came in on sites, as this becomes confusing.  Consistency is achieved through the planning and building control elements by retaining case officers dealing with the sites who will be aware of the latest position on site but no overall development record is easily made available.

Action B2
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· Understanding of amendments during application stage

Amended plans were not specifically dealt with as part of the review although the process of amendments was causing some delay in the development control process.  Some Parish Councillors had difficulty understanding amended plans which they received as part of the consultation process.  This area may need further examination.

Action B2

· Decision making process clear

From the BVPI survey 89% understood the reason for the decision made on their application.  No question specifically considered whether they had understood the process of how the decision was derived, either delegated or by Committee.

Action F2
2.3
THEME C - Enhancing customer care

· Use of IT improvements to existing systems

The upgrade of the Acolaid system has led to a number of improvements for retrieving information, viewing the current status of applications and improvement of ease for Officers producing Committee reports.  Further improvements on different parts of the system such as Acolnet, which make information electronically accessible for submission of applications, are being developed.

Action F3
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· What measures to improve use of ICT?

During the BV Review, the Local Plan was made available on the Council’s web site.

The weekly list of applications is now available on the web site.  E-mail comments can be received in relation to planning applications and Local Plan consultations.

There was an attempt to put the Local Plan on a PC in the reception area for people to read on-screen, however there was a lack of space under current arrangements.

Submit-a-plan for the electronic submission of Building Control applications is now operational along with links to Planning Portal and Acolnet.

Action F3

· Development of GIS

The appointment of a GIS Manager and Officer based in Planning Services has been a major step in developing a corporate GIS.  A corporate project is being developed to enable GIS access for all Officers through a pilot group representative of each business unit.  The Local Land and Property Gazetteer is being developed through the Plantech system with street naming and numbering transferred into Building Control to directly link to the gazetteer.  All databases of property addresses can then be linked by a common address system.  Land Charges have already linked into the Plantech systems.  The project is ongoing.

Action F3

· Availability of Officers

The recent BVPI survey did not reveal any major concerns, although this was not directly a question in the survey.  A number of positive comments were made about Officer’s professional dealings with applicants and their willingness to discuss applications.  A system has been established so that an Officer is available to meet customers in reception, but a prior arranged appointment is encouraged.

Action D2
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· Application advice, leaflets good quality

Improvements have been scheduled into the services work programme to improve information and some updating is required.  This is still ongoing and needs to be prioritised.

Action D2

· Level of service – customer charter

A customer charter has not been produced.  This was a requirement of a previous Best Value Indicator and whilst Officers were developing a charter the Indicator was removed.  Its priority (given the increased workload in Development Control) was consequently reduced.

Action D3

2.4
THEME E - Reinforcing management systems to assure quality

· Feedback from users of the service

Feedback on the satisfaction of the service has only been established for Development Control (90.79% satisfied-very satisfied) and Building Control (99% good-excellent).  Although the Conservation Section is involved in Building Control and Development Control applications and therefore is included in the above survey further survey work is required to take account of the majority of Local Plans and Conservation Section work.

Action D1
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· Improved ICT for the customer

During the review, the Planning Service has increased its web enabled facilities with consultation on Planning Policy documents being placed on the Council’s web site, as well as increasing the information available.  Building Control applications can be submitted electronically and the service has subscribed to the Planning Portal.  Further developments are planned for improved E-access to the service.

Action D1

· Working with other business units – corporate issues/Officer partnerships

Work is undertaken in conjunction with other Business Units, but no overall opinion survey has been undertaken and will be required as part of the improvement plan.  Reference in the CPA Audit in the balanced provision of housing markets suggested that improvements could be made between housing and planning.  Since the audit was undertaken additional involvement of Planning Officers in the Housing Strategy, including workshop facilitation and separate Officer meetings have been established.

Action G1

· External resources – consultancy work

Since the start of the review external resources have been minimal involving only expertise on agricultural workers dwellings assessments to test financial and functional viability.

Resources have been brought into the service.  Building Control retain work locally and approximately 70% of their work in 2002/03 was fee earning, which was a similar level to Eden and only surpassed by South Lakeland in Cumbria.

Action G3
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Additional resources have been secured through the Planning Delivery Grant.  In Year 1 the Council was awarded the minimum £75,000, but in Year 2 this was increased to £223,000.  The level of Grant awarded is based on performance.

· Flexible working for caseloads/dealing with workloads

Staffing resources have raised concerns in recent years with difficulty of recruitment to permanent posts in all sections of the Planning Service.  This has direct impact upon the service and has affected performance over the last two years.  Further measures are being considered such as employing additional professional staff through agencies.

Workloads tend not to be of a seasonal nature and applications have increased year on year in both Building Control and Development Control.  In addition new legislation brings additional work requirements.

Staff resources is an area that needs to be kept under review and is discussed at monthly Planning Services Management Team meetings.

Action G5/G6

· Business Planning 

The Business Plan for the unit is currently being finalised and follows corporate guidelines.  This is being streamlined to enable easier monitoring of all Business Plans.

Action G2


Report to the









P. 49/04

Overview & Scrutiny Committee

3.0
IMPROVEMENT PLAN

3.1
In accordance with the findings the improvement plan sets out a number of actions that are still required to ensure best value is being attained.  Since the last report the Improvement Plan has been updated to ensure that the Plan relates to the Unit’s Business Plan and Corporate Priorities.

3.2
A strategic level for the team was suggested at the last meeting and the Membership would comprise, The Head of Planning Services, The Best Value Review Team Leader, Portfolio Holder, Infrastructure O&S Committee Member, Policy and Performance representative and an external representative.  External representation has been missing from the review team.  After further consideration, the external representative should have some knowledge of the planning process to ensure efficient use of their time.  Local planning consultants have extensive involvement in the service but their commercial interest may be compromised and this is considered not appropriate.  The alternative is to use a planning officer from another local authority. 

3.3
Resources are still not identified in the Improvement Plan and much of the work will be required to be undertaken with existing resources.  The strategic level of the monitoring team for the improvement plan should be able to address the issue of resources to enable the work is undertaken hence the inclusion of the Head of Planning Services and the Portfolio Holder on the team.

4.0
RECOMMENDATION

4.1
It is recommended that Members note the findings from the Best Value Review.  Comments are invited on the draft Improvement/Action Plan and the structure of Action/Improvement Plan Monitoring Team.

Alan Eales

Head of Planning Services

Contact Officer:
Chris Hardman 
Ext:
 7190
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